
OLVER URGES EPA TO PROTECT PUBLIC IN HOUSATONIC CLEANUP

  
  PITTSFIELD, Mass. - Congressman John W. Olver (D-1st District) is urging the Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) to direct a cleanup of the Newell Street "Area II" contamination site that will guarantee the area poses no future health risks for residents.

  In an Oct. 13, 2005 letter to EPA Regional Administrator Robert W. Varney, Olver requested he be "assured that the scope of the cleanup efforts are sufficient to deal with the high degree of toxicity that has thus far been discovered and exposed in the area." 

  Efforts are underway by the EPA and the state Department of Environmental Protection to oversee a cleanup of the contamination, which consists of numerous PCB-laced 55-gallon drums discovered in August near the intersection of Sackett and Newell Streets by a GE contractor. Of the approximately 250 barrels that have thus far been discovered, 21 were still intact and contained PCB-laced oil.

  The cleanup plan entails additional sampling of the subsurface area to detect the presence of any additional barrels, testing the air quality for PCB volatization, and finally excavation.

  Environmental advocacy groups and members of the Pittsfield Citizens Coordinating Council, the ad hoc committee working to monitor the Consent Decree between the city of Pittsfield and GE for the cleanup of the Housatonic River, have expressed concerns that the cleanup activity may be insufficient to address the potential hazards posed by the contamination to the public and to the condition of the adjacent river.

  Area residents and former GE employees have stated the area had been used in the 1940s and the 1950s as a dumping area for PCBís and other toxins to fill in the numerous oxbows that had marked the riverís path in the region. Under the Consent Decree, GE has pumped out 36,000 gallons of PCB-tainted oil from underneath a parking lot in the area, backfilled and then capped it. Any additional cleanup related to the recent discovery of the barrels is not covered under the decree.

  The text of the letter is below.

  October 13, 2005

  Robert W. Varney
 Regional Administrator
 EPA New England, Region 1
 1 Congress Street, Suite 1100
 Boston, MA 02114-2023

  Dear Mr. Varney:

  I am writing to voice my concern over the recent discovery of additional contamination at the so-called Newell Street "Area II" near the Housatonic River in Pittsfield.

  I have been monitoring the developments in this matter, and Iíd like to be assured that  the scope of the cleanup efforts are sufficient to deal with the high degree of toxicity that has thus far been discovered and exposed in the area.  This is a high-density residential area with four homes within the immediate vicinity of the contamination, and I strongly believe that the inhabitants should be guaranteed beyond a doubt that any cleanup effort will leave them safe from any exposure. The beauty and ecology of the river are very important to people living in Berkshire County.   But it is the health of the population that is paramount, and I am hoping that you use that criterion as your guide to overseeing GEís cleanup efforts.  Consequently, I feel very strongly that the methodology employed in this project be sufficiently effective in dealing with the risk of exposure to the populace.

 I also feel that the proposed techniques for sampling be comprehensive in light of the observation of many neighborhood. Residents and former GE workers that much of the surrounding area had been used as a large dumping ground for PCBís and other waste.  I also believe that the EPAís methodology should take into consideration the proximity of the Housatonic River and the presence of numerous aquifers in the region. In light of these exigencies, and the extent of the probable toxicity posed by this contamination, I feel that a complete and total cleanup of the area is certainly not out of the question.

  I recognize that the Consent Decree, as GE has noted, does not require additional cleanup activity beyond the soil removal and installation of an engineered barrier on a portion of the affected properties.  However, I also recognize that the Consent Decree was a compromise established to balance the requirements for reclamation and the economic imperatives of the city and GE.  But the discovery of additional contamination substantial enough to pose a serious risk to the health of the nearby population requires further action. I note that the situation has aroused the concern also of the Pittsfield City Council, which has called for a "modified clean-up plan."  I join with the Council in urging the EPA to ensure that sufficient, additional action is taken to protect the public and its river.

                                                              Sincerely,
                                                             John W. Olver
                                                             Member of Congress

  cc:  Dean Tagliaferro, EPA Project Manager
       Pittsfield City Council
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